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Abstract 
From the communicative point of view a concept is a cognitive model according to which the speaker uses a certain language 
unit in one or another way. The core of the concept has been named “the conceptual focus”. It includes the most stable central 
substantive components which are universal for the specific language community. Along with images, emotional and sensational 
constituents these cover the main essence of the concept content.  
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1. Introduction 
 
As a basic structured unit, a concept may be refracted in the human consciousness due to understanding of 
diverse events and phenomena of the reality, taking into account the individual and social experience, the specific 
space, time, geographical, historical and cultural environment, as well as depending on the way of thinking 
(common or scientific) that prevails in any specific situation. The results of the whole cognitive activity of the 
person are linked with creation of the system of concepts reflecting the real or imaginary status of things in the 
world. At that, the cognitive activity along with the language activity implement the adaptive, regulatory, 
communicative, perceptive and nominative functions of information processing and are carried out by the person.  
A concept is stored in the long-term memory and can be reproduced in words which may not literally coincide 
with the perceived idea, but in which the same meaning is concentrated as in the logical integral of the received 
expression. In the course of communication a certain contextual meaning is perceived as part of the concept, and 
then, if necessary, the communicant chooses an appropriate verbal form. The synonymic rows allow a fast 
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respective choice; therefore, the language has nothing excessive or superfluous. On the other hand, the perceived 
discourse can be compressed to a concept containing the gist of the whole text.  
As a combination of general knowledge about an object or a phenomenon, the concept differs from the notion 
(specially, scientific one) and the meaning (as a language essence) by the fact that it represents a basic perceptive, 
cognitive and affective unit of dynamic nature that is subordinate to the rules of person’s mental life. This 
psycholinguistic approach to understanding of the phenomenon of a concept is somewhat different from the 
linguocultural one, which foresees that concepts are characterized as primary cultural units which express the 
objective contents of words, have their meanings and are thus transmitted to various fields of human existence, in 
particular, in the spheres of notional, figurative and activity learning of the world (Pesina, Solonchak, 2014).  
 
1.1. Formation of Concepts 
 
Initially many concepts emerge on the object-image sensual basis as a definite empirical image of an object or a 
phenomenon (e.g., image of a house, a park, a village) in the collective activity context. Later (when the initial 
content of the concept becomes more complex due to the knowledge obtained through other kinds of cognitive 
activity) these images maintain their function of the most illustrative representative of this concept in human 
consciousness.  
Concepts are formed from one’s direct sensorial experience of a person – perception of reality by the sensory 
organ (and understanding of one’s place in this reality); from direct operations with other concepts which were 
already present in one’s consciousness (such operations may result in appearance of new concepts); from language 
communication (the concept can be explained to the person); from individual learning of meanings of linguistic 
units (e.g., using a dictionary). In most cases the new concept arises as an image and, through verbalization, being 
used in speech, can be codified as an abstraction or a contour (for instance, if it belongs to the multiple-meaning 
word system). The generally-known fact that at the stage of learning of abstractions it is better to provide examples 
proves the figurative nature of the majority of concepts. Figurativeness is often the most optimal and economic tool 
of access and updating of one or another meaning in the communication process.  
As the number of attributes assigned to the concept grows, and the level of abstractness increases, the concept 
gradually turns from a sensual image to a mental one. But these figurativeness and sensuality coexist along with the 
linguistic nature. The language is one of the most important methods of concepts formation in human consciousness: 
the concept constantly interacts with the word, is realized in it and is corrected by the language. The language is not 
only a tool, but also a general precondition of our thinking. Thanks to it, thinking can move from the lower stage of 
its development where it is directly tied with sensing, but cannot express itself, to the spiritual maturity stage, i.e., to 
the proper conceptual thinking stage. Very often thinking means thinking articulated in speech. As a rule, the 
concept correlates with more than one lexical unit and finally – with the plan of expression of the entire lexical and 
semantic paradigm (Solonchak, Pesina, 2014). 
 
1.2. The Structure of Concepts 
 
As shown above, researchers underline the multicomponent structure of concepts specifying, for instance, 
historical layers which differ in time of creation, origin and semantics. In their turn, every layer may include 
figurative, value and notional components. The figurative side includes visual, audial, tactile, taste and smell 
characteristics of objects, phenomena, events reflected in our memory; the notional side covers linguistic fixation of 
the concept, its designation, description, structure of attributes, definition, comparative characteristics of this 
concept with relation to a certain series of concepts which never exist in isolation; the value side of the concept 
contains the importance of this psychic formation both an individual and a collective.  
The active layer consisting of the main actual attributes known to each bearer of the culture and important for 
him/her belongs to the nationwide concept. The passive layers (additional attributes essential for separate groups of 
bearers of culture) belong to the spheres of concepts of individual subcultures. We would complete this list with the 
expressive emotional component, because our thoughts often have sensual references. In our opinion, it is especially 
important to mention the individual nature of the concept, the subject-active character of its formation and 
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functioning. The figurative component is a psychophysiological basis of the concept and represents a unit of the 
universal object code that codifies this concept for thinking operations and consists of a perceptive image based on 
visual, taste, tactile, audial and smell sensing.  
There is a belief that a figurative component has two constituents – perceptive and cognitive images. They 
equally reflect the characteristics of a conceptualized object or phenomenon. However, the image does not 
compulsorily belong to the concept core as a structure, although in an individual consciousness a specific image 
codifies the concept for such language speaker. 
Sometimes, in addition to the notional and figurative constituents, value components are found in the concept – 
etymological and associative characteristics of the concept which determine its place in the lexical and grammatical 
system of the language. The logical approach foresees the following zones: main domains – intra domain (concept 
attributes which reflect the denotation’s own attributes), extra domain (concept attributes extracted from paroemias 
and transitional meanings) – and additional ones – quasi domain (they are linked with formal associations which 
occur as the result of consonance of the concept name with the other word, use of figurative meanings).  
The combination of the core layer, additional cognitive attributes and cognitive layers (main and peripheral ones) 
constitutes the concept volume and determines its structure. This structure is not rigid, because every concept 
functions all the time and is updated in its various constituent parts and aspects interacting with other concepts. 
Personal experience reflected in the concept content gives it an individualized nature, because the concept is a 
knowledge unit that includes results not only of public, theoretical, but also of routine learning. Besides, if in general 
the concept is a culture-related essence, then its core is less dependent on culture. The core layer of the concept 
contains minimal emotional-sensual, stylistic, cultural and subjective factors and promotes the best mutual 
understanding in the communication process.  
One can presume that the concept core consists of central, most important invariant components, but the idea of a 
specific object requires figurativeness too. The core encompasses the notional and figurative information, to a 
smaller extent; the periphery includes the vague obscure components which form the transitional zone to other 
concepts. For example, the ideas of such basic abstract concepts as freedom, will, culture, religion, political system 
etc. can differ in various cultures and even be absolutely to the contrary causing disagreements. Obviously, often the 
most general knowledge of similar abstractions, which includes mainly universal semantic components, may be 
sufficient for successful communication.  
Some researchers highlight the basic layer of the concept that may provide the complete content of the concept if 
it reflects specific sensual feelings and ideas, or if the concept is represented in the consciousness of primitively 
thinking individuals. In concepts that are more complex, the additional cognitive attributes (conceptual layers) are 
superimposed onto the basic image and form the proper notional part. There may be many attributes, and in their 
turn, they create relatively autonomous conceptual modules by superimposition from the more concrete to the more 
abstract ones.  
Since relatively autonomous conceptual zones («domains») can superimpose one another from the concrete to the 
more abstract ones, the concept is sometimes presented as a cloud, a huge snowball or a fruit with a kernel inside 
symbolizing the concept core. The stochastic nature of the concept is explained by the probabilistic nature of the 
world that it reflects.  
 The Volume and Content of the Concept 
The volume and content of the concept depend on the individual cognitive experience and are largely determined 
by the living conditions, national and cultural features, subjective preferences etc., that is why concepts can be 
nationwide, cultural, personal, age-related etc. Besides, concepts can be scientific (e.g., onion as a genus of lilies) 
and colloquial (onion as a bitter vegetable which we put into a salad). Actually, there are no impersonal concepts, 
because they do not exist beyond the individual consciousness, and a different opinion means recognition of 
existence of thinking noemas or support of radical synergetic theories about existence of thinking substances. In our 
understanding, the term «nationwide concept» is reduced to that informative part of the individual concept (e.g., of 
my concept, because I can judge about the content of another individual’s concept only in the process of its 
verbalization), which must be known also to other speakers of the language.  
The semantic composition of the concept also includes the complete pragmatic information of the language sign 
associated with its expressive and illocutionary functions, being quite in accordance with «living-through» and 
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«intensiveness» of spiritual values. Another optional, but yet highly probable component of the language concept 
semantics is the «etymological», also called «cultural», «cognitive memory of the words» – meaningful 
characteristics of the language sign linked with its original mission, national mentality and the spiritual values 
system of the language native speakers. The peripheral status of one or another conceptual sign is not an evidence of 
its low importance or uselessness in the concept structure. The status of the attribute just shows its distance from the 
core in terms of brightness. 
With the lapse of time, the content of the concept undergoes changes (cf. concepts of a plant, a bank, electricity 
etc.). Thus, the concepts time and distance change, as the person gets older. The most active changes occur during 
the person’s physical growth. The things perceived as lengthy and significant during childhood, get “compressed”, 
as the time passes. A person modifies and updates concepts (their number, volume and contents) continuously, 
because being a part of the system, they are influenced by and interacted with other concepts.  
From the very birth the person perceived the ambient world, learns to recognize objects, compare them, make 
general conclusions. Perception of the world and the surrounding objects, this also applies to children, occurs in 
form of specific holistic images, and as said above, the concepts often emerge on the object-image, sensual basis. 
Analysis, synthesis, comparison and categorization ensure formation of new concepts and modification of the old 
ones. As the expressed senses get more complicated, additional concepts need to be activated. By accumulation and 
understanding of this experience, the person enters spheres that are more abstract and builds its ideas about the 
unobserved. As a result, the person gains concepts of abstract nature, which are then united into the world 
knowledge system. 
In addition to the concept, the cognitive science studies the conceptual space that is perceived as mental 
environment (created by the cognizant subject’s consciousness during its interaction with the reality), where 
synthesis of the new knowledge occurs on the basis of motivated or associative integration of the known concepts or 
conceptual senses. The mental spaces described by Fauconnier and Turner represent the sources of this 
interpretation of the conceptual space (Fauconnier, 1999). In his studies, Lakoff actually erases the border between 
the conceptual and the mental spaces. He underlines the cognitive conceptual nature of the mental space and points 
out that both mental and conceptual spaces have integrative nature, create mental environment out of available 
conceptual senses in order to shape new knowledge. We also believe that on the contrary, unlike the conceptual 
space, the mental one corresponds to any status being in the development stage: the immediately available reality, as 
we understand it; an imaginary or hypothetical situation (for instance, reflected in pictures etc.).  
In our opinion, both mental and conceptual spaces are essences of the same level, they have common cognitive 
nature being the form and tool of the cognition process. But there is a certain difference between them: the 
conceptual space has a definite cognitive scheme or framework set by certain parameters. In other words, unlike the 
mental space, the conceptual space is structured. Objects or phenomena presented as concepts are integrated into a 
certain scheme that has many outputs and links. The conceptual space is a functioning field with such essential 
mechanisms as conceptualization and categorization. The concept is a part of the conceptual space along with 
frames (this deviates from the opinion of Fauconnier and Turner who believe that frames are broader structures 
which include the conceptual space). Being directly unobservable, the conceptual space gets objectivized in the 
language, because the language is the study tool of the conceptual space. It would be impossible to preserve the 
space of concepts which appear in one or another culture. The space registered in the language is reflected and 
refracted through the consciousness of the language community (or the author).  
The conceptual space is a conceptual continuum in which concepts, concept spheres, frames, gestalts in various 
configurations, links and combinations participate in shaping of all world images available in the person’s 
conceptual formation. According to Gardenfors’s theory, the conceptual space is a topological or geometrical 
structure defined by the mental scales of properties and relations between them. New knowledge (concept) is often 
shaped by going beyond the conceptual space due to the obtained (learned) new properties or other additional 
measures. This conceptual space has a «pre-symbolic», «pre-linguistic» nature, however, it also helps explain 
linguistic phenomena (Gardenfors, 2000). At the linguistic level, the conceptual space has a corresponding semantic 
space or a semantic field as a segment of the linguistic world image created by the semantics of thematically linked 
lexemes and phraseological units. 
Thus, despite the fact that the term concept (the key one in cognitive science) can be considered as a fixed unit, 
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the content of this notion varies greatly in the concepts of some researches and diverse scientific schools which 
complement each other’s opinions. We should stress the inevitable hypothetical character of the proposed theories 
related to finding the nature of this unobservable mental category that becomes obvious only in verbalized form. 
 
1.3. The Core Layer of the Concept 
 
As explained above, the concept is not a mere storage of any information about an object or a phenomenon of 
surrounding reality. It has a presumably definite structure. Therefore, it makes sense to analyze the central part of 
the concept and consider the concept among such essences as the notion and the representation. 
The concept has a soft structure made up of components (conceptual attributes), which form various conceptual 
layers, termed as the core (in our terminology – conceptual focus), the base and the periphery. The core contains 
prototypic layers with the major sensual and visual concreteness and the brightest primary images. As we said 
above, the core layer, which is also named the basic layer, may cover the complete content of the concept. More or 
less “pure form” presentation of the concepts of universal nature may take place in the consciousness of some 
individuals, probably, as scientific terms (e.g., acoustic channels, rapid neutrons, magnetic force etc.). Since the 
same word may bear different information for representatives of the same language community, due to the fact that 
the concept is culturally and socially dependent, but at the same time, it is individual, singular and temporal, it often 
causes misunderstandings and conflicts. The central core part that is more or less socially fixed ensures 
understanding in the communication process (Pesina, 2011; Pesina, Solonchak, 2014).  
It is actually possible to identify the constant part of the concept, although this task is complicated. The problem 
is that one cannot model the concept in the full scope of its attributes, because it has a dynamic base, it functions and 
gets updated in different constituent parts and aspects. The central part of the concept may have clear figurativeness. 
It makes sense to clarify what is meant by the core image clarity. For example, the figurative response that is 
associated with the expression cabbage head related to the concept stupid person refers to a certain image of a head. 
This visual implementation of an abstract situation is different from the way one can imagine a head in situations 
when the focus is on a human head as a physical object (the main meaning of this word), i.e., when one speaks about 
the proper concept head. In its transitional meaning the image of a head is less clear, it is swift and imperceptible. It 
just «slips» in the consciousness, allowing to catch only a schematic contour, a hint, but not a full picture that would 
have certain individualized signs. But this visual hint is enough for the expression cabbage head to receive a 
figurative response in the consciousness. This image cannot be called bright, unlike the image that stands behind the 
first nominative non-derived meaning of the word head associated with a human body part. Such an image is half-
erased and vague. It does not look like a memorable or a concrete object, but rather like a hint at such object.  
The objective figurative response to an expression that is non-objective in its sense has specific features, due to 
which this image is called hieroglyphic. For instance, the idiom хоть трава не расти (Russian, literally: and the 
grass may not grow, meaning that everything else may go to hell) «in my mind evokes an image of lush grass <…> 
But this image is deprived of picturesque clarity which would be typical for corresponding positive expressions; 
they are somewhat shaded or half-erased, they are «hardly visible». This suggestive elusion of the picture acts as 
figurative implementation of its negative modality». (Gasparov, 1996: 252). This hieroglyphic image of grass will 
undoubtedly differ from the central image that stands behind the concept grass. It is the difference of clarity of the 
images, which corresponds to the central part of the concept content. In this regard, E.Husserl formulates the 
difference between the «clear» and the «vague» figurative perception: the latter «can be perceived, but it will be an 
empty perception, for me it would be a hint at something, but I will have no picture left from it; however, I will also 
understand this hint <…> I can even say in which aspect it is understood, despite its emptiness, in which form etc. – 
of course, all this is not as clear and definite compared to the clear perception» (Husserl, 1995). Obviously, even 
similar contours, schemes, hints at figurativeness are enough for us to identify one or another abstraction. On the 
other hand, probably, this is our complete «figurative toolkit» that we can apply. 
We believe that if we use figurativeness in understanding of the concept structure, the concept can be presented 
as a circle with the notion in the center as its core including the most stable substantive components, which cover the 
main meaning of the concept content. It is the notional part of the concept that ensures mutual understanding in the 
communication process, while first the notion is identified among the levels of conceptual components.  
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Perception of a word involves its understanding, i.e., establishment of connection of this word with a specific 
concept available in the person’s head and correlated with this word in his/her prior experience. In those cases when 
the person perceives the word for the first time, the above connection is established with the notion that has the 
content expressed by other words of the context. 
The part of the concept around its core and the periphery are shaped by the attributes, including those of 
subjective nature, and the senses. They consist of weakly structured predications, affirmations, consciousness 
attitudes. The conceptual attribute status points at its distance from the core in terms of concreteness and visual 
nature. It would be important to presume that for understanding and selection of a concept based on its core level, 
obviously, less time will be required than for identification of the concept by its main part around the core and, 
especially, the peripheral zone.  
Behind the voluminous extensive concepts there may be not individual images, but entire «figurative scenarios». 
So, the concept theater will, most probably, recall images of an edifice, a stage with decorations, spectators in a 
hurry to be on time for the performance or sitting in the auditorium etc.; the concept supermarket can be presented 
as a huge brightly-lit bay, shelves with goods, a row of cash desks etc. But for theatre actors or supermarket 
employees these concepts will have much deeper content, while their core notional part may remain the same as that 
of the other bearers of that language and culture. 
Researchers believe that the meaning of a word can be understandable only to the person who perceives the 
frames which lie beyond the word and motivate the notion that is codified by the word. Scientists identify a 
prototypic frame which is based on past experience, memories, impressions and is correlated with a certain concept 
of long-term memory. In this case the individual lexical meaning of the words, including the derivative meanings of 
a polysemous word, actually represent certain operations performed at the conceptual level, i.e., at the frames level. 
For instance, a word with its multiple meanings can be presented on the basis of functioning of two frames. The 
lexicalized concept veil that constitutes the first frame is associated mainly with the first nominative-underived 
meaning of the word veil. The second frame veil (of fog) (wall of fog) is based on the component semi-transparent. 
When the frames are superimposed, such component or variable is included into the first frame, creating a new one 
on its base. At the last stage the consciousness activates the first frame associated with the principal meaning, and 
the second frame veil. Then all the attributes are ignored that do not coincide with the attributes of the second frame 
(a fabric, covers the face etc.). At the same time, the meanings of the remaining attributes from the first frame are 
transferred to the second one, thus making a new frame: veil = fog. I.e., a few respective conditions of consciousness 
are held within the frames of conceptual and linguistic operations. 
Thus, one part of conceptual information is presented by mental representations – concrete sensorial images, 
mental pictures, schemes, frames, scenarios (scripts), insights, propositions, gestalts etc., through which the world is 
reflected in human consciousness, while the other part has linguistic references. The language is often used when 
one needs to understand complex mental categories, because the “spoken” thought becomes clearer. The language is 
a reliable means of receiving, understanding, accumulation and generalization of information. It helps unite and 
generalize all knowledge received via other channels (through vision, hearing, tactile senses, smelling etc.), being a 
unique mechanism of transfer of conceptual information expressed by words. Thanks to the meanings of language 
units and speech contexts one identifies the structure and contents of various concepts.  
 
2. Conclusion 
 
Understanding a concept means building a certain structure. It is known that every structure is not a simple set of 
elements, but an entirety constituted by interrelated elements, so that each depends on the others and has its proper 
function thanks to the relations with the other elements. However, we need to make a reservation that often 
structuring does not reflect the real status of things, being just a convenient tool for the researcher, because it acts as 
a means of simplification of the object of interest. No model or structure is absolute or immaculate. A model is just a 
trial description, and at a certain moment, it can become inconsistent.  
Understanding of concepts is possible only through combination of various perception techniques: perception of 
the world by sense organs from direct sensual experience, as well as from substantive activity, mental operations 
with the concepts that already exist in the consciousness, language communication, conscientious learning of 
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language units, contemplation. 
Thus, the core layer of the concept is apparently the language of schemes, images, tactile and smell imprints of 
reality that codifies the concept for thinking operations. That generally known core part of the concept, with 
appropriate social reference can coincide for certain concepts, also with the notion as a complex of substantive 
distinguishing features and universal knowledge about one or another phenomenon or a class of objects.  
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